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Abstract: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) have the potential to become a 
powerful political vision that can support the urgently needed global transition to a shared 
and lasting prosperity. In December 2014, the United Nations (UN) Secretary General 
published his report on the SDGs. However, the final goals and targets that will be adopted 
by the UN General Assembly in September 2015 risk falling short of expectations because 
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of what we call “cockpit-ism”: the illusion that top-down steering by governments and 
intergovernmental organizations alone can address global problems. In view of the limited 
effectiveness of intergovernmental efforts and questions about the capacity of national 
governments to affect change, the SDGs need to additionally mobilize new agents of 
change such as businesses, cities and civil society. To galvanize such a broad set of actors, 
multiple perspectives on sustainable development are needed that respond to the various 
motives and logics of change of these different actors. We propose four connected 
perspectives which can strengthen the universal relevance of the SDGs: “planetary 
boundaries” to stress the urgency of addressing environmental concerns and to target 
governments to take responsibility for (global) public goods; “the safe and just operating 
space” to highlight the interconnectedness of social and environmental concerns and its 
distributive consequences; “the energetic society” to benefit from the willingness of a 
broad group of actors worldwide to take action; and “green competition” to stimulate 
innovation and new business practices. To realize the transformative potential of the SDGs, 
these four perspectives should be reflected in the focus and content of the SDGs that will 
be negotiated in the run up to September 2015 and its further implementation. 
Keywords: sustainable development goals; post-2015 agenda; planetary boundaries;  
safe and just operating space; energetic society; agents of change; cockpit-ism 
 
1. Introduction 
The decision to craft a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is widely regarded as the most 
tangible result of the 2012 United Nations (UN) Rio+20 Conference on sustainable development.  
The SDGs have the potential to function as a guiding star for galvanizing action at multiple scales for a 
shared and lasting prosperity. The SDGs also constitute an important opportunity to move beyond the 
development agenda of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) towards a universally relevant 
agenda that integrates social, economic and environmental goals, and includes targets for both developed 
and developing countries. The Open Working Group (OWG) on Sustainable Development Goals has 
proposed a set of 17 goals and 169 targets [1]. These goals and targets are the basis for the formal 
negotiations that should result in the adoption of the SDGs by the UN General Assembly in September 
2015. Recently, UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon issued a Synthesis Report on the post-2015 
agenda which endorses the work of the OWG [2]. However, the formulation and implementation of the 
final goals and targets risk falling short of expectations because of what we call “cockpit-ism”: the 
illusion that top-down steering by governments and intergovernmental organizations alone can address 
global problems.  
Summits like Rio+20 are highlights in global processes—gatherings of national leaders that 
symbolically function as a “cockpit” from which international policy directions are formulated in a  
top-down logic of steering. Although global environmental diplomacy has led to the creation of 
hundreds of multilateral environmental agreements, including the well-known conventions and protocols 
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on climate change, desertification and biodiversity, these agreements have been criticized for their limited 
effectiveness in solving the very problems they were designed to address [3–5].  
While reaching agreement in the UN with almost 200 countries is always going to be difficult, the 
steering capacity of the intergovernmental system is increasingly out of sync with expectations and 
demands of citizens, civil society and business. At Rio+20, policy makers and scientists called for a 
constitutional moment to improve global governance [6]. The business community demanded 
government action and rapidly growing countries from the South made their presence felt, recasting the 
geopolitical power balance underpinning multilateral policymaking.  
In view of the limited success of environmental governance, the SDGs need to target not only 
governments, but other agents of change such as businesses, cities, citizens and civil society. Key 
documents of the SDG process such as the Rio+20’s The Future We Want, the OWG’s draft proposal 
and the Secretary General’s recent Synthesis Report do refer to the importance of “the active 
involvement of all relevant stakeholders” [1,2,7]. However, these preparatory documents address 
business, cities and civil society only to a limited extent. Especially with respect to environmental 
concerns, the SDGs could address other agents of change much more directly.  
For the post-2015 agenda to open up a new chapter in global governance, sustainable development 
needs to be reframed. SDGs that reflect diverse perspectives on sustainable development can help 
mobilize a broader coalition of actors and thereby enhance the universal relevance of the SDGs. For 
this purpose, we suggest four connected perspectives that address both governments and other agents 
of change: “planetary boundaries” to strengthen the urgency of addressing environmental concerns and 
to target governments; “the safe and just operating space” to highlight the interconnectedness of social 
and environmental concerns; “the energetic society” to build on the broader societal willingness to take 
action; and “green competition” to stimulate innovation and new business practices. These four 
perspectives are neither entirely novel nor entirely separable. Yet, they can help embed the SDGs in 
the policies and practices of society and business at large by reorienting the debate and responding to 
the various motives and logics of change that characterize these agents of change. Furthermore, these 
perspectives link and support the six “essential elements” of the Secretary General’s Synthesis Report: 
dignity, people, prosperity, planet, justice and partnership [2].  
2. Planetary Boundaries 
Three years before the Rio+20 Summit in 2012, Rockström et al., drew the attention of policy-makers 
to nine planetary boundaries [8]. In the tradition of The Limits to Growth report, these boundaries mark 
precautionary limits for critical Earth system processes that regulate the stability of the planet [9]. 
Planetary boundaries demarcate a “safe operating space” “for humanity” on Earth. For issues such as 
climate change, biodiversity loss, chemical pollution, and altered nutrient cycles, the rate and scale of 
human perturbation are a global concern, not just a local one. Transgressing these boundaries presents 
rising risks of threshold changes and risks for people and planet. In the 2015 follow-up paper,  
Steffen, et al. [10] revised and updated the analysis of the planetary boundaries and examined how 
transgressing five of the nine planetary boundaries at the sub-global level affects the Earth system as a 
whole showing the importance of cross-scale interactions. 
Sustainability 2015, 7 1654 
 
 
To ensure that the SDG framework will be more than the (much needed) extension of the current 
MDG agenda to 2030, the environmental preconditions for human development need to be recognized 
in goals and targets [11]. However, environmental sustainability is inconsistently covered in the 
framework of SDG goals that have emerged from political negotiations so far. Environmental concerns 
are less often named in goals, less well-defined and more often addressed in targets under goals 
focused on the social and economic dimensions of sustainable development [12]. For example, the 
proposed targets for halting biodiversity loss and combating climate change do not have target dates. 
For other environmental concerns it remains unclear when a target would be considered as achieved. 
With its focus on the environmental preconditions for sustainable development, the planetary 
boundaries perspective can strengthen the focus on environmental concerns. 
The planetary boundaries framework received considerable attention in the multilateral policy-making 
arena before and after Rio+20. Framing the environmental dimension of sustainable development in 
terms of boundaries works well to raise awareness and is critical to understand the need for a transition 
to a development paradigm with agreed global sustainability targets [11]. However, planetary 
boundaries only address the environmental preconditions of human development (e.g., by setting a global 
carbon, nitrogen and phosphorus budget within which humanity can evolve safely). Furthermore, 
“planetary boundaries” and “humanity” are concepts from a language of universals which does not 
speak to the differentiated interests, concerns and capabilities of people. It appeals to an overarching 
concern which, however, can help to mobilize governments to take action. Planetary boundaries can 
guide governments in formulating environmental policy strategies. For instance, Sweden and 
Switzerland are already using planetary boundaries as guiding principles in their national environmental 
policies. Germany has recently commissioned research on how to apply the concept nationally.  
While planetary boundaries emphasize the urgency of environmental problems, the concept does 
not address the distributional issues and opportunities linked to access to environmental resources and 
services which are central to reaching consensus at the international level. To galvanize action around 
the SDGs, the environmental focus of planetary boundaries needs to be complemented with development 
perspectives that correspond to the motives and logics of change of society and business at large. 
3. Safe and Just Operating Space 
The notion of a “safe and just operating space” adds social concerns to planetary boundaries, 
represented in a doughnut-shaped “safe and just space for humanity” (see Figure 1) [13]. We are 
currently operating outside both sets of boundaries, facing both human deprivation and environmental 
degradation: moving into the “safe and just space” will demand both far greater efficiency in resource 
use for meeting human needs, and far greater equity in its global distribution. 
The starting point here is that whenever there are resource constraints, there is always the 
question—spoken or not—of how available resources are socially distributed, internationally, 
nationally and locally. Adding social boundaries to the conceptualization of planetary boundaries 
makes this explicit, asserting the claim of every person to the resources they need to achieve an 
essential “social foundation”. This equity-based logic for action addresses concerns of developing 
countries with respect to responsibilities and resource distribution. The global resource challenge shifts 
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from being a matter of “living within limits” to one of “living in balance” between social and 
environmental boundaries that together establish the necessary conditions for human wellbeing. 
 
Figure 1. The Doughnut of Social and Planetary Boundaries. Source: [13]. 
The social dimension of the “safe and just operating space” has received considerable attention in 
the development of SDG goals and targets, while environmental concerns have been formulated in a 
less clear language. SDGs seen through the lens of the “safe and just operating space” highlights the 
responsibilities and rights of both developing and developed countries and links to the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities in international negotiations. Reflecting the 
interconnectedness of social and environmental concerns in the SDGs will strengthen their universal 
relevance. To ensure such universal relevance, much work remains to operationalize SDGs in the 
different development contexts of countries. One way of operationalizing the SDGs to country [14] or 
regional levels is to take such a regional approach to the “safe and just operating space” by focusing 
“on the links between social wellbeing (e.g., food security) and the sustainable management of 
resources (e.g., sustainable fish farming) within a particular region” [15]. For South Africa, for 
instance, a national barometer was developed that downscaled the safe and just operating space, 
combining 20 indicators and boundaries for environmental stress and social deprivation [16]. 
4. Energetic Society 
In a multipolar, multi-actor world, governments can draw on and collaborate with societal actors  
as agents of change to develop responses to environmental change. We have long moved out of the era  
of “classical-modernist” governance through governments. However, environmental diplomacy is  
only slowly recognizing the consequences of this shift, and still grapples with understanding its 
implications [17,18].  
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An “energetic society” perspective highlights the transformative potential of the multiple initiatives 
for sustainable development taken by various agents of change within societies around the world [19]. 
Such actors are articulate, autonomous citizens, civil society initiatives, self-organized farmers, cities 
and innovative companies that take action in highly diverse development contexts. Different logics of 
change are at play: actors may be motivated by a genuine concern for sustainability, or by new 
opportunities arising from sustainability challenges. While in many countries, governments are 
retreating from the direct provision of public goods [20], the energetic society steps in and provides 
public services ranging from the creation of more green areas through local energy provision to the 
provision of knowledge and information, for instance through citizen science. At the same time, these 
agents of change often do not find sufficient support from international and national policies. National 
governments are still in a learning process of how to most fruitfully facilitate and engage with the 
energetic society. Such an engagement would require governments to remove regulations that 
undermine efforts for sustainability and provide an enabling and regulatory framework that supports 
the actions new agents of change are taking in an energetic society. For instance, governments can 
provide sustainable infrastructure through smart grids and smart meters or develop innovation-oriented 
and dynamic regulation [19]. 
SDGs formulated in a way that speaks to this broad group of change agents would help 
governments to unleash societal energy and will provide guidance for societal actors to adopt more 
sustainable strategies and practices. Instead of targeting national cockpits, the SDGs therefore need to 
challenge positively new agents of change to take action in their own fields of concern or expertise. 
The SDG preparatory documents mainly address governments, and to a lesser extent, cities and 
businesses. Citizens, consumers and civil society are not actively targeted. Citizens are targeted via 
governments (“ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and awareness for 
sustainable development and lifestyles in harmony with nature”), but they are not called to take action 
themselves [1].  
In the SDG preparatory documents, the crucial role of cities is addressed in a standalone goal with 
targets for housing, transport, adaptation at the city-level and reduction of the per capita environmental 
impact of cities. Yet, the formulation of the target on reducing cities’ environmental impacts focuses 
especially on air quality and waste management. This leaves out the opportunity to encourage cities to 
become arenas for public-private and social innovations leading to transformative change in resource 
efficiency and environmental quality. Other important aspects at play at the city level are food security 
and the provision of clean water. These are addressed in goals 2 and 6 of the OWG’s draft. Yet, 
specifying targets on food and clean water provision for the city level would reinforce the urgency for 
cities to take action and cater to the basic needs of their citizens. 
5. Green Competition 
For business, competition, innovation and market opportunities are important motives for 
transitioning to more sustainable practices. The SDGs need to connect to the logic of the business and 
finance community, and mobilize and engage them as agents of change. This requires toning down the 
narrative of limits and emphasizing the narrative of opportunities. Socio-technical innovations are 
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fundamental to staying within a “safe and just operating space” by opening up new business 
opportunities and fostering radically new ways of delivering goods, services and well-being [21].  
Motivated by first mover advantages, reducing global supply chain risks, capturing efficiency gains 
and changing corporate norms and values, sustainability has come to the strategic core of many leading 
businesses [22]. Recent examples of business engagement with innovation and risk management in 
response to sustainability challenges are the Integrated Reporting Initiative that advocates integrated 
sustainability and financial reporting, Action 2020 by the World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development or the initiative Risky Business which assesses the economic risks of climate change in 
the United States. Broader discursive efforts in the “green competition” perspective are found in the 
Inclusive Green Growth agenda and the recent New Climate Economy initiative chaired by former 
Mexican President Felipe Calderón. These are first steps. Yet, for existing efforts to add up, companies 
in business and finance need to move further and faster. Here, governments have a clear role in setting 
the right incentives and for good practices consistent with SDG goals and targets, and dis-incentivizing 
unsustainable systems and practices. 
The SDGs can guide “green competition” for novel ideas and technologies at the macro scale and 
stimulate new business practices. Technology is addressed in the goal on the Means of Implementation 
(targets 17.6. to 17.8) of the OWG’s draft SDGs, mainly focusing on knowledge transfer [1]. This 
framing of the technology problem—as being concerned primarily with access to leading technologies 
in developing countries—ignores the more fundamental problem, which is the need to stimulate 
transformative “systems innovation” across economies and societies, as one of the conditions of 
sustainability [23]. Further, the SDG preparatory documents propose a target on sustainable corporate 
practices and on corporate (and integrated) reporting. Such a target (12.6 in the OWG’s draft) can gain 
salience through strong indicators. Such indicators could be the number and quality of sustainability 
standards adopted and national legislations passed that makes integrated reporting and sustainable 
sourcing practices mandatory. Business plays a key role in sustainable development and needs to be 
held more directly accountable. Targets on sustainable production and resource efficiency that directly 
address businesses will not only support front runners in developing sustainable business models but 
will also put pressure on laggards to change unsustainable corporate practices.  
6. Conclusions 
The SDGs have the potential to become the guiding vision for governmental, corporate and civil 
society action for a shared and lasting prosperity. To avoid becoming an MDG+ agenda and instead 
provide a long-term and universally relevant vision, the SDGs need to move beyond a focus on the 
cockpit, and reflect the four perspectives discussed in this paper. The SDGs need to inspire and 
challenge multiple agents of change including governments: “planetary boundaries” to strengthen the 
urgency of addressing environmental concerns, “the safe and just operating space” to highlight the 
interconnectedness of social and environmental concerns and its distributive consequences for 
industrialized countries and emerging economies, “the energetic society” to engage new agents of 
change to forge ahead with new, more sustainable ways of doing things, and “green competition” to 
initiate novel ideas and technologies and stimulate new business practices. To realize the 
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transformative potential of the SDGs, these four perspectives should be reflected more strongly in the 
focus and content of the SDGs that will be negotiated in the course of 2015. 
Recognizing the constraints of cockpit-ism, we need to consciously target the SDGs to align with 
agents of change from business, civil society, and cities around the world. The four perspectives 
outlined in this article can strengthen the link between these actors and in doing so, support the 
universal relevance of the SDGs. In his December 2014 Synthesis Report, Secretary General Ban Ki 
Moon proposes multi-stakeholder peer reviews of national progress that includes contributions from 
non-governmental stakeholders “based upon globally-harmonized formats” [2]. This is a step in the 
right direction to more strongly engage new agents of change. A combination of perspectives on 
sustainable development can further help mobilize this broader set of actors, build partnerships and 
contribute to a better understanding of the synergies and tensions inherent to alternative pathways to 
sustainable development. National governments and multilateral organizations will need to rethink the 
role they play in achieving this. With the four perspectives reflected in the SDG framework, 
sustainable development has more potential than ever to become an influential and transformative 
norm in the 21st century. 
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